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This article argues that public recognition of problems related to sustainable 
development and public support for domestic and international actions to address 
these problems is a major challenge for policies that aim to balance the needs of 
billions of people with the needs of the planet. The article reviews opinion polls on 
various topics related to global sustainable development, as well as research on the 
relationship between attitudes, behaviors, and collective actions. It also reflects on 
future prospects for changing the public support for sustainable development from 
“a mile wide and an inch deep” to “a mile wide and deep.” 
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1. Public Support for Sustainable Development: A Mile 
Wide, but How Deep? 
 
In 1930, the inventor of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) demonstrated their 
benign properties at a meeting of the American Chemical Society by inhaling a lung-
full of the gas and gently blowing it over a lit candle, which was extinguished. At the 
time, the discovery of CFCs was hailed by everybody as “miracle compounds” since 
they are non-reactive with other chemical compounds, non-toxic, non-flammable, 
and non-carcinogenic. These characteristics made them ideal for a wide variety of 
commercial and household applications, and for almost half century the growing 
production of CFCs was regarded as indispensable for economic development. A 
dramatic change in the public perception of CFCs took place during the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, however, after scientists established the link between CFCs and the 
thinning of the atmospheric ozone layer. In a relatively short period, CFCs’ 
reputation changed from miracle compounds to quintessential symbols of 
unsustainable development. As a result, the international community initiated inter-
governmental negotiations to phase-out CFCs, banned their production in developed 
countries, and restricted their production to supply the basic domestic needs in less-
developed countries.  
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The story of CFCs introduces two arguments about the institutional 
challenges facing the national and international agencies that promote sustainable 
development. First, it vividly illustrates Abraham Lincoln’s statement: “Public 
sentiment is everything. With public sentiment, nothing can fail; without it nothing 
can succeed.” As several scholars have argued, the successful ban of CFCs can be 
largely attributed to a mobilized public opinion both in Europe, where the pressure 
from the public was instrumental in getting European nations to agree to controls, 
and in the U.S., where consumers brought about the collapse of the CFC aerosol 
market.i Indeed, the unprecedented level of public support for global actions to ban 
the use of CFCs has contributed to the adoption of the landmark treaty known as 
the Montreal Protocol, described by U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan as “perhaps 
the single most successful international agreement to date.”  
Second, the CFC story emphasizes the complexity of sustainable 
development issues in a globalized and unequal world. As an important product that 
contributes to industrialization and higher standards of living, CFCs were used 
mainly in developed countries. Prior to the Montreal Protocol in the mid 1980s, 
OECD countries were responsible for almost two thirds of global CFC consumption 
–although their cumulative share of responsibility, adding the consumption of CFCs 
for five decades, rises to over 90 percent. Therefore, the ratification of the protocol 
depended on the developed countries’ recognition of their responsibility to help 
developing countries phase-out the use of ozone-depleting substances. More 
specifically, it depended on developed countries willingness to set up a Multilateral 
Fund for Implementation, the first financial mechanism of its kind created under an 
international treaty.  
This article develops two arguments: one is the importance of public 
recognition of problems related to sustainable development; the other is the 
importance of public support for actions to address these problems both 
domestically, by taking vigorous national actions, and internationally, by helping 
developing countries to take sustained actions. Its focus is on global environmental 
protection, a principal aspect of sustainable development. After reviewing opinion 
polls on various topics related to global sustainable development, the article briefly 
reviews the research on the relationship between attitudes, behaviors, and collective 
actions and concludes by reflecting on future prospects for changing the public 
support for sustainable development from “a mile wide and an inch deep” to “a mile 
wide and deep.”ii       
 
2. Public Opinions on Sustainable Development 
 
To accurately estimate the level of public support for sustainable 
development, global-scale datasets are necessary; yet, these datasets are not available. 
A recent review of surveys on sustainable development-related issues has concluded 
that, since none of the existing multinational surveys have focused explicitly on 
sustainable development, they each measure a different part of the “sustainability 
elephant.”iii Based on existing surveys, however, it is possible to approximate the 
public’s sentiment towards issues such as environmental protection, the principal 
dimension of sustainable development. 
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 Research on environmental attitudes has consistently shown that a majority 
of the public is concerned about environmental problems. The International Social 
Survey Program from 2000, for example, has found that more than 50 percent of the 
respondents agree or strongly agree with the statement “almost everything we do in 
modern life harms the environment,” while almost half of the respondents disagree 
or strongly disagree with the statement “many of the claims about environment 
threats are exaggerated.”iv Another international study conducted by Environics 
International in 2000 found that more than 80 percent of those surveyed were 
concerned about the environment “a fair amount” or “a great deal.” Yet, some 
environmental problems are perceived as more important than others. For example, 
the Environics International study found that water pollution is considered the most 
important environmental problem, followed by species loss, ozone depletion, air 
pollution, natural resources depletion and climate change.v  
These high levels of concern are accompanied by high levels of support for 
national and international action to protect the environment. For example, 57 
percent of the respondents from 51 countries surveyed in 2005 supported an 
increase in taxes if the money was used to prevent environmental damage. In some 
countries (Canada, Norway or Sweden), the percent of respondents who supported 
an increase in taxes to protect the environment was over 65.vi  
But the public’s high level of concern about environmental problems is at 
odds with certain widespread misconceptions. Public opinion surveys show, for 
example, that a significant amount of confusion exists about environmental 
problems’ causes and solutions. A recent survey conducted in the 25 EU member 
states found that 44 percent of respondents admit that they are fairly badly or very 
badly informed about environmental problems in general, while 55 percent of 
respondents would like to know more about environmental solutions.vii An 
international survey from 2000 showed that almost 70 percent of respondents make 
the error of considering the statement “The greenhouse effect is caused by a hole in 
the earth’s atmosphere” to be true.viii Indeed, numerous surveys show that relatively 
few people actually understand the causes of environmental problems such as global 
climate change.ix Moreover, many people erroneously believe that no solutions are 
immediately available to address these problems or that the solutions are too 
expensive, too dangerous, or too difficult. For example, a number of people believe 
that wind energy is: 1) too expensive, despite the fact that it has recently become 
competitive with natural gas; 2) that it is too dangerous for birds, although wind 
turbines are no more dangerous to birds than any tall man-made structure; 3) that it 
uses too much land, even though wind farms actually use less land than coal power 
plants per kilowatt hour; 4) and that it decreases property values, although evidence 
suggests that wind farms have no effect or may increase the value of nearby 
property.x  
Finally, results from surveys show that significant numbers of people 
consider that environmental protection and economic growth are not incompatible. 
A survey conducted in 26 countries finds that almost 60 percent of respondents 
agree with the statement “in order to protect the environment our country needs 
economic growth,” and only slightly more than 30 percent of respondents agree with 
the statement “economic growth always harms the environment.”xi However, when 
asked to rank the most pressing problems facing their countries, a majority of 
respondents state that they are less concerned about the environment than about 
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social and economic issues such as education, crime, health care, unemployment, or 
the cost of living.xii  
To summarize, results from international and national surveys suggest that 
public sentiment towards sustainable development is somewhat inconsistent. On the 
one hand, the public’s support for sustainable development is “a mile wide” since a 
large majority is concerned about environmental problems. On the other hand, the 
public’s support is often “an inch deep” since many people are misinformed about 
environmental problems and do not perceive them to be as important as many 
experts argue they are.  
 
3. Public Knowledge of Sustainability Issues 
 
Why is it that the public’s support for sustainable development issues is so 
often wide but shallow? One reason is simply a lack of information about these 
issues. Consider the case of public opinions on energy. A survey of Americans 
conducted in 2008 found that 35 percent of people said they do not know where 
their electricity comes from, and another 23 percent said that it comes from “the 
electric company.”  Only 16 percent of respondents named coal as fuel for their 
electricity, and 7 percent named nuclear power, although coal and nuclear power 
account for almost 50 percent and 19 percent respectively of the electricity used in 
U.S. homes. This lack of information about electricity’s origin makes many of us “no 
different from children who think that milk comes from ‘the supermarket.’”xiii  
Consider the case of public opinions on renewable energy such as wind. 
While many people support wind energy as an alternative to fossil fuel or nuclear 
power plants, they also oppose wind farms located “in their backyard” because they 
fear that they are unaesthetic or noisy. Yet, surveys consistently show that the level 
of support increases as a result of actual first-hand experience with operating wind 
turbines. A study from the UK, for example, found that the percentage of those who 
thought that wind turbines spoiled the scenery dropped from 50 percent before to 
approximately 25 percent after they experienced wind farms, and the percentage of 
those who thought that wind turbines caused noise nuisance dropped from over 80 
percent before to 20 percent after they became familiar with wind farms.xiv  
 Another reason for the shallowness of the public support for sustainable 
development-related issues is misinformation. Perhaps nowhere is the effect of 
misinformation more visible than in the case of the perception of the global climate 
change problem in the United States. An international public opinion poll conducted 
in 2006 in 30 developed and developing countries found that, while only a minority 
of people considers that climate change is not a serious problem, the U.S. has the 
largest minority of the so-called global warming skeptics. More than 20 percent of 
Americans consider that global climate change is not a serious problem, but between 
10 and 20 percent of the people living in 7 other countries, and less than 10 percent 
of the people living in 22 other countries consider that climate change is not a 
serious problem.xv Another international public opinion poll conducted by the Pew 
Research Center found that only 19 percent of Americans expressed a great deal of 
personal concern about global warming, the smallest percentage of all 15 countries 
surveyed.xvi These results show that a significant number of Americans share 
attitudes and beliefs that are at odds with the conclusion reached by most scientists: 
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that global climate change is already serious, and that it may become the most serious 
environmental problem of the 21st century. 
 These findings are not surprising considering the numerous misinformation 
campaigns conducted by the fossil fuel industries. Numerous industry front groups 
such as the Global Climate Coalition, the Global Climate Information Project, the 
Coalition for Vehicle Choice, the Advancement of Sound Science Coalition, and the 
American Policy Center have launched massive advertising campaigns to discredit 
the idea of dangerous anthropogenic global climate change.xvii These results can also 
be interpreted as a consequence of the fact that conservative think-tanks engaged in 
a sustained mobilization effort to construct the climate change problem’s “non-
problematicity,” and the fact that the American mass media frequently described the 
climate change theory using the “dueling scientists scenario,” which gave equal 
weight to the opinions of thousands of concerned climate change scientists and only 
a handful of skeptics.xviii   
The shallow support for global climate change in the United States is also 
due to the politicization of environmental issues. According to the National 
Environmental Scorecard produced by the League of Conservation voters in 2007, 
Republican politicians have, on average, significantly lower scores than Democrats 
on environmental issues.xix In addition, there is a clear division between Democrats 
and Republicans in terms of support for actions against global climate change. While 
36 Democrats voted in favor of the 2003 McCain-Lieberman Climate Stewardship 
Act, which aimed to cap industrial greenhouse gas emissions and establish a system 
for swapping emissions credits, only 6 Republicans voted in favor of this Act.xx 
Moreover, many Republican politicians are vocal “climate skeptics.” Sen. James 
Inhofe (R-Oklahoma), the chair of the Senate Environment and Public Works 
Committee, gained international notoriety when he described climate change as "the 
greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American people" in 2003.xxi Republican 
politicians with close ties to the Bush administration have repeatedly censored 
reports produced by the Environmental Protection Agency. In 2002, a whole chapter 
on climate was deleted from the annual report on air-pollution trends, and in 2003, 
“a long section on the risks posed by rising global temperatures was reduced to a 
noncommittal paragraph.”xxii It therefore comes as no surprise that Republican Party 
supporters are less likely than Democratic Party supporters to say that there is solid 
evidence that temperatures are rising (58 percent, compared to 81 percent) and that 
human activity is the root cause (24 percent compared to 54 percent).xxiii  
 Lack of adequate information, combined with active disinformation 
campaigns and politicization of environmental issues, accounts to a large degree for 
the double paradox of global climate change in the United States. First, the public 
remains relatively unconcerned despite numerous warnings from leading scientists. 
For example, a 2000 opinion poll showed that global warming is fifth in a list of 
environmental concerns in the U.S. (Gallup 2001).xxiv And a 2006 survey shows only 
44 percent of the respondents rate global warming as "very important." This was one 
of the lowest rankings of the 19 issues tested, significantly lower than education (82 
percent very important), the economy (80 percent) and health care (79 percent).xxv 
Second, even many of those who are concerned don’t know what they can do to 
address this problem. As one researcher observed, “when people talk about solving 
the problem of global warming, they almost never point out specific actions which 
they see as possible. Instead, what the solutions they mention have in common is 
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that they do not involve behavioral changes that are possible in the here and 
now.”xxvi  
The above findings suggest that a better informed public is a crucial 
prerequisite for local, national, and international actions to promote sustainable 
development. Yet, it would be naïve to assume that a knowledgeable public is 
enough to sustain individual and collective actions for protecting the global 
environment.   
 
4. Prospects for Individual and Collective Actions for 
Sustainable Development 
 
 Decades of social science research have produced a wealth of theoretical 
knowledge that can be applied to the current debates on the feasibility of sustainable 
development. Based on studies of attitudes, behaviors, and collective actions, three 
general ideas are particularly relevant for any discussion on future individual and 
collective actions for sustainable development.  
 First, social research has demonstrated that the relationship between 
individual and collective actions is sometimes problematic. Indeed, collective action 
aimed at protecting a public good such as the natural environment may fail because 
individuals act in their self-interest, not in spite of their self-interest.xxvii Many 
individuals are tempted to “free-ride” on others’ contributions to the public good 
because of the difficulty of restricting the benefits of collective action only to those 
who contribute. Since the benefits of improved air quality and a slower rate of 
climate change are not restricted only to those who use efficient transportation or 
buy renewable energy, some will inevitably let others shoulder the burden. Moreover, 
many individuals are tempted to avoid contributing to the public good because their 
contribution has a marginal impact on the collective action and they doubt their 
ability to make a difference. For example, more than 37 percent of the respondents 
to an international survey agreed with the statement “there is no point in doing what 
I can for the environment unless others do the same,” and more than 35 percent 
agreed with the statement “it is just too difficult for someone like me to do much 
about the environment.”xxviii   
Second, numerous studies have shown that the relationship between 
individual attitudes and behaviors is much less consistent than is usually assumed. 
For example, high levels of concern for the environment are relatively weak 
predictors of pro-environment behaviors such as recycling, reducing energy use, or 
buying environmentally friendly products.xxix Although most individuals express 
concern about environmental degradation, their concern translates into pro-
environment behaviors only in specific social contexts that decrease the monetary 
costs and increase the non-monetary value of these behaviors. Thus, results such as 
the fact that a large majority of the public believes that improving the quality of the 
environment is imperative should not be taken to imply that a similarly high 
proportion of the public will “walk the talk” (both literally and figuratively) and drive 
less, use more fuel efficient cars, or pay higher costs for environmentally friendly 
products. To illustrate, results from surveys in the early 1990s showed that “concern 
for the environment was at all-time high” in the US: more than 75 percent of the 
public believed that “the nation should make a major effort to improve the quality of 
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our environment.” However, surveys from that period indicate that less than 8 
percent of the Americans who could drive were often cutting back on driving for 
environmental reasons, and less than 9 percent of all Americans were very willing to 
pay much higher prices to protect the environment.xxx  
Third, research has shown that people’s willingness to act in order to address 
environmental problems is influenced by ideologies and systems of beliefs. 
Numerous studies have demonstrated that values can influence beliefs about 
environmental conditions and willingness to act because they operate as active filters 
for information. For example, Heath and Gifford (2006) show that those who 
strongly adhere to free-market ideology tend to believe that climate change is not 
occurring, that the causes of climate change are not man-made, that its consequences 
will not be negative, and that they do not have to act to address it.xxxi In contrast, 
those who have a more egalitarian world view are also more likely to be concerned 
about environmental problems and to take individual actions that aim to protect the 
environment. Indeed, egalitarian beliefs were found to strongly correlate not only 
with concern about environmental degradation but also with membership in 
environmental groups and with various pro-environmental behaviors such as energy 
conservation.xxxii    
 Social research on collective action problems, the gap between attitudes and 
behaviors, and the relationship between ideology and the willingness to act for 
environmental protection helps explain the observed paradox of wide but shallow 
public support for sustainable development. This research also offers some 
suggestions for possible strategies to increase public support and to transform it into 
sustained individual and collective actions for sustainable development.  
 
5. What Can Be Done?  
 
 One strategy should aim to change attitudes about sustainable development 
through information and educational campaigns. Results from various national and 
international surveys indicate that public education campaigns can be an efficient 
strategy to raise awareness about sustainable development issues. Dispelling the 
myths about renewable energy technologies could result in more favorable attitudes 
toward their development and use: for example, informing the public that wind 
turbines are not more dangerous to birds than other manmade structures could 
increase the public’s support for wind farms. Similarly, informing the public about 
the positive aspects of reducing greenhouse gases could result in more favorable 
attitudes toward local, national, and international actions to slow climate change: for 
example, emphasizing the huge opportunity for economic development resulting 
from national investments in energy efficient and green power technologies. 
Moreover, it is interesting to note that countries in which high numbers of citizens 
feel informed about environmental issues, such as Denmark, Finland and Sweden, 
have some of the highest numbers of local sustainability initiatives and Agenda 21 
projects per capita, some the most advanced national environmental protection 
legislation, and are some of the most active participants in international 
environmental agreements.xxxiii 
 A related strategy should aim to stimulate participation in collective actions 
that promote sustainable development through educational campaigns that 
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simultaneously raise awareness about impending crises and empower the public to 
act to avert them. Experimental research suggests that collective actions often fail 
unless mobilizers use both ‘crisis’ messages that stress the imminence of an acute 
crisis, and ‘empowerment’ messages that “affirm the power of collective action to 
change the course of history.”xxxiv  
 Educational campaigns that aim to change attitudes about sustainable 
development, raise awareness about impending crises, and empower the public to act 
to avert them require effective communication. As numerous studies have shown, 
scientists and educators have to avoid certain simplistic assumptions in order to 
effectively communicate complex issues such as global climate change. Common 
myths about communication and social change include assumptions such as “if only 
people understood the problem, they would change their behavior,” “appealing to 
people’s rational side is the most effective way to communicate,” or “if we scare 
people more, they’ll get how urgent the problem is.”xxxv Educators are able to 
effectively communicate the climate change problem by focusing on local impacts 
that matter to people (e.g. health), tapping into positive values (e.g. responsibility 
towards others), giving people specific ideas of what to do and how to do it, and 
creating a sense that their actions can effectively contribute to the solution (e.g. 
showing how individual actions can, in the aggregate, make a difference).xxxvi An 
example of a recent campaign to address global climate change that creatively applies 
these ideas is “We can solve it,” a project of The Alliance for Climate Protection, a 
nonprofit, nonpartisan effort founded by Nobel laureate and former Vice President 
Al Gore. The ‘We can solve it’ campaign emphasizes non-partisanship and 
responsibility towards others by including religious leaders at opposite ends of the 
political spectrum such as Al Sharpton and Pat Robertson. The campaign also offers 
many practical solutions that empower people, including ideas for how to take steps 
toward a clean energy economy, increase energy efficiency, and support innovative 
leaders.xxxvii  
A third strategy should aim to frame sustainable development issues such 
that they resonate with specific belief systems. Because individuals are likely to 
interpret the same information in ways that serve their own preconceptions, simply 
presenting the causes of social and environmental problems will be an insufficient 
stimulus for action. Rather than broadcasting a universal message that appeals to ‘the 
greater good,’ educators and activists should adapt their arguments to specific 
audiences and emphasize how sustainability resonates with specific values. For 
example, for those who strongly believe in free-market ideology, it may be more 
productive to correct the widespread belief that environmental protection and 
economic development are in conflict. Indeed, studies show that resistance to the 
adoption of climate change programs by various local governments can be overcome 
if organizers emphasize first and foremost economic and patriotic themes such as 
job creation, technological innovation, and energy independence.xxxviii Recent efforts 
by environmental activists, who attempt to build support for policies that address 
global climate change and other environmental problems by highlighting their 
economic benefits, suggest that this approach can result in cross-class alliances and 
broad public support.xxxix   
Finally, a fourth strategy should aim to align attitudes and behaviors related 
to sustainability issues through policies that provide behavioral incentives and 
disincentives. Studies show that policies that increase access to environmental 
Consilience Vasi: Public Support for Sustainable Development 
protection programs are an efficient method for ensuring that concern for the 
environment transforms into pro-environment behaviors. For example, the 
introduction of programs with easy access to recycling centers results in a significant 
increase in the rate of recycling among those concerned about the environment.xl 
Similarly, policies that decrease the prices of “green” products and services make 
environmentally friendly behavior less expensive, and consequently, more likely. The 
rise in the number of Demand Side Management programs (utility-sponsored 
activities such as load-control programs, energy audits, conservation programs, or 
monetary offers to buy more efficient appliances) contributed to the steady increase 
in US households’ energy conservation in the period 1989-1996.xli In addition, 
policies aiming to increase the prices of products and services associated with 
environmental degradation make environmentally unsound behavior more 
expensive, and consequently, less likely. Carbon dioxide taxation policies introduced 
in some northern European countries have added to the cost of fossil-fuel based 
energy and have contributed to an increase in the demand for renewable energy.xlii 
Introducing such policies in other parts of the world will require changing the 
attitudes of politicians who have authority over monetary incentives. Obviously, this 
is not an easy task, particularly in countries where the alliance between political elites 
and fossil fuel industries is strong.   
It is increasingly clear that one of the most important challenges facing the 
world is how to balance the needs of billions of people with the needs of the planet. 
Indeed, the “geopolitics of sustainability” is frequently identified in the current media 
as the dominating theme of the 21st century.xliii The growing sense of concern about 
sustainable development is reflected in the fact that more and more communities, 
universities, and businesses adopt practices that combine environmental protection 
with economic development.xliv Past experiences with issues such as the depletion of 
the ozone layer demonstrate that the world is capable of tackling complex challenges 
to sustainable development. Addressing many of the remaining challenges will 
undoubtedly be very difficult, but not impossible if public support for sustainability 
becomes both a mile wide and deep.  
It is beyond the scope of this article to assess the chance that these 
suggestions will be implemented or that public opinion towards sustainability will 
change significantly in the future. As a final comment, this paper offers a caveat: 
beware of simplistic thinking about sustainability. It may be tempting to think that, 
one way or another, humanity will find a way to “get out of the mess we got 
ourselves into.” One type of argument suggests that humanity was able to come up 
with so many great inventions during recent times that it will surely solve the 
sustainability crisis. It may also be tempting to think that we are hopeless and that 
human nature inevitably makes us destructive toward the environment and other 
people. Another argument contends that we’ve never been capable of living in 
harmony with nature and other people. But these public opinions will not take us 
closer to finding solutions to sustainability crises. A more complex but crucial public 
opinion would recognize that we are facing serious challenges. Although the answers 
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